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North embarked on numerous humanitarian mine action mis-
sions and tasks with HI, including teaching a humanitarian mine 
clearance managers’ course to the Swedish Rescue Services Agency. 
His next mission was a trip to Angola, where he was responsible for 
conducting research on mine clearance opportunities and collabo-
rating with other agencies in Angola. Upon completion of this mis-
sion, North took a position in Iraq heading the initial deployment of 
Handicap International personnel into the country. 
Wanting to remain in the country, North was forced to find another 
job when HI withdrew from Iraq in April 2004. “I took a position in 
Iraq with RONCO, where I was part of the national QA/QC team,” 
says North. The quality assurance/quality control team was short-lived 
in Iraq. RONCO, an international humanitarian mine action consult-
ing corporation, redeployed North to Sudan. Since then, he has returned 
to Iraq to head a training school for Iraqi army EOD companies up to 
level three EOD1—a total of 650 men in the first year.
Each new task and location has offered North heightened knowledge 
and experiences. He not only gets satisfaction from 
changing the lives of others affected by landmines, 
but he is also aware that his involvement in hu-
manitarian mine action has affected him per-
sonally and molded him into the individual he 
is today. “I feel I have grown from a relatively 
selfish person, concerned only with my life and 
my family’s welfare, into a more open and aware 
guy who cares about the plight of the people af-
fected by war and by post-war difficulties,” he 
admits. “I still need to work in this trade to 
earn a living, but the money is not the most 
important thing. There has to be an element 
of doing good, feeling good about doing good, 
and I have to feel that what I am involved in 
is worthwhile.”
One of the ways North deals with the 
harsh realities of mine action is by express-
ing his feelings through poetry. His mine-
related poetry has been published in four 
books: Risky Business, War Trade, Victory 
and Distant Shore.2
“Initially, my poetry was purely a 
means by which I was able to cope with 
some disturbing episodes and encounters 
in my life,” says North. The poems not 
only help North survive his personal 
struggles with the landmine plight, but 
many of them also help others in the field 
know that they are not alone. “Some of 
the poems have been used in documen-
tary films and I hope they have helped 
to convey to others some of the realities 
of the mine problem in the world,” ex-
plains North. Some of his poems also 
have been used by charities and other 
organizations as fundraising public-
ity materials, he adds.
While North has seen mine action 
as a positive influence in his life and 
in the world, he agrees there is much 
to be improved upon. “Without too 
much political influence, the drive 
behind the prioritization structure 
needs to be balanced between 
purely humanitarian need and na-
tional emergency infrastructure requirements,” North says. “International 
donors should coordinate their efforts to be [better] able to direct global 
demining assets to as many affected regions as possible,” he suggests. Safety 
continues to be an important issue in demining. “Safety is always in need of 
improvement,” North says. “Managers of programs should feel comfortable 
in reporting all clearance accidents for the benefit of the demining com-
munity and not be scared of adverse comment.”
North also feels obliged to offer advice to others who may be new 
to humanitarian demining. “Demining is slow; it takes time—a long 
time—to clear land to an acceptable standard,” he states. “Don’t expect 
mines to be cleared from a country in a few weeks, months or years. Think 
decades and plan ahead. [Also, be sure to consider] demining costs and 
demining equipment costs; it is a very expensive game. Funding needs to 
be sustainable—it is better to build and sustain a small capacity rather 
than build a large capacity that cannot work after a year or so due to lack 
of funds,” he advises.One of the perks of working in mine action is traveling all over the 
world and getting to know a wide variety of people and cultures. Through 
his experiences, North found there are a few inherent characteristics evi-
dent in all the cultures he encountered: “faith, hope and durability.” He 
explains, “There is always a great feeling of hope, regardless of the hardship 
being suffered. Once things start to change, once aid begins, then hope 
flourishes. All people who have apparently lost everything—who are living 
without so much—just seem to be able to pick themselves 
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by Charlotte Dombrower [ Mine Action Information Center ]
Personal experiences with landmines and 10 years of working in 
mine action have shaped Johan van der Merwe’s life and views 
on what needs to be done to create a safer world.
W orking as a technical advisor for the United Nations Office for Project Services, Johan (JJ) van der Merwe has gone above and beyond the call of duty. He has been influential in assisting the United Nations establish and implement 
mine action programs worldwide.
Van der Merwe’s work as a combat engineer with the South African Defense 
Force led him to mine action. He was trained in demolition, mine/countermine 
warfare, explosive ordnance disposal and improvised explosive devices disposal. 
“I served in both northern Namibia and southern Angola, and while serving 
there, one of my assignments was to investigate many of the mine incidents 
involving both military personnel and civilians,” he says. This experience 
and others led him to dedicate his life to humanitarian mine action.
One of the most traumatizing—and influential—events in van der 
Merwe’s life was his involvement in two demining accidents. “In the 
one incident in 1981, I sustained 55-percent second- and third-de-
gree-burn wounds after the vehicle I was traveling in detonated two 
anti-tank mines and caught on fire,” he says. He was lucky—the 
other three men affected by the explosion in the vehicle died, 
leaving van der Merwe the sole survivor of the accident. 
“I can just remember looking down—you 
have to wear a safety belt—and I could remember 
seeing the sign to release the buckle. I pressed it 
and jumped outside and my troops were on me to 
put the fire out.” 
Although van der Merwe survived the accident, 
his near-death experience landed him in the hospi-
tal, where he spent three months in intensive care 
recovering from his injuries. This experience did not 
deter him from his military career. 
“I wasn’t afraid to go back and continue the 
work,” he says. “Even though I remained in the 
army after the incident, I realized the terrible 
destructiveness of landmines and the need to 
abolish them.”
Unfortunately, van der Merwe’s brushes 
with death were not over. In 1984, he was 
involved in another landmine accident while trav-
eling in southern Angola during a military campaign 
carried out by the South African Defense Force. Similar 
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Working for the United Nations, van d
er Merwe hopes to continue the fight 
against landmines and uphold the standa
rds of past and current mine action prac-
titioners. “In my current position, I try to
 represent the many thousands of interna
-
tional and local mine action practitioner
s out there,” he says. “As a member of the
 
IMAS Review Board, I try to ensure tha
t the standards are written in such a way
 
that they provide good guidance for tho
se that have to work with them and that
 
they decrease the risk of engaging in min
e action activities.” Also, when creating 
a statement of work, van der Merwe tr
ies to make it easier for firms and non
-
governmental organizations to get the 
job done safely and easily. “It is not my
 
intention to create a contractual nightm
are that is impossible to implement.”
According to van der Merwe, global min
e action is due for a change in strategy 
and methods. “I would like to see a mor
e unified, smart and creative approach to
 
dealing with the global mine problem,” h
e says. “Our approach to dealing with the
 
problem has not changed very much ove
r the past few years. The recipe has been
 
the same: establish a mine action author
ity, provide it with the information man-
agement system for mine action and prov
ide technical advisors, etc.” However, van
 
der Merwe feels that the mine action co
mmunity should deal with each country
 
differently depending on the magnitud
e of its mine problem. “Countries with
 
a smaller problem,” he says, “could be a
ssisted very quickly to rid themselves of
 
the highly contaminated areas through 
the contracting of international firms or
 
NGOs to do the clearance.” He adds, “
The solution is not always to establish a
 
full-fledged program with permanent lo
cal capacities. For those countries with
 
larger landmine problems, we will need 
to spend more time in capacity-building
 
of both government institutions and lo
cal operational capacities and will need
 
sustained long-term funding to do so.”  
Additionally, van der Merwe has a num
ber of suggestions that he feels could 
improve mine action. First, he says, “I wo
uld like to see a greater cohesion among 
all stakeholders to work toward a commo
n mine action goal. We need to set aside 
individual aspirations, political goals an
d decide what we want to achieve over 
the next five years.” He also suggests the 
mine action community design response
 
plans instead of using template solutions
 that are applied from country to coun-
try. Another important activity would be
 to continue the training of mine action 
practitioners at all levels. 
Although there is much to be improved u
pon, van der Merwe feels he and other 
mine action practitioners have made a lo
t of progress and helped to pave the way
 
for future success. 
Van der Merwe’s experiences in mine ac
tion over the last 10 years have given 
him a wealth of unforgettable memories
. Meeting celebrities and public figures 
was not something he expected when he
 entered the mine action field. “An event
 
that will always stand out as being very sp
ecial,” van der Merwe says, “was hosting 
the visit of Princess Diana to the U.N. M
ine Action Centre in Sarajevo in August 
1997. What struck me about her was her 
knowledge of the subject and her dedica-
tion to raising public awareness about th
e landmine problem.” 
Van der Merwe also 
feels blessed to have had 
the opportunity to trav-
el the world.  “[I have] 
been able to visit ap-
proximately 20 mine-
affected countries, 
interact with the lo-
cal people and learn 
from their experi-
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it passed over a mine; this time, none of 
the occupants of 
the vehicle received any physical injuries.
 
After experiencing two landmine accide
nts, van der 
Merwe was determined to become activ
e in humanitar-
ian mine action. He retired from the arm
y and later sent 
his résumé to the United Nations. In 199
6, he was offered 
a position by the Department of Hum
anitarian Affairs 
as deputy program manager of the U.N
. Mine Action 
Programme in Bosnia and Herzegovin
a. “I arrived in 
Sarajevo in September 1996, and [imme
diately] took up 
my assignment with the rest of the mine a
ction team,” van 
der Merwe says.
Under the direction of Program Man
ager Georges 
Focsaneanu, van der Merwe felt privile
ged because not 
only did van der Merwe and Focsanean
u become good 
friends, “but he also introduced me to hu
manitarian mine 
action,” he says. After Focsaneanu stepp
ed down as pro-
gram manager in July 1997, van der Merw
e took his place 
until mid-March 1998. 
Focsaneanu has only praise for his succe
ssor. “I have 
known [van der Merwe] for years and he
 has always been 
willing to assist and help anyone. He has 
put all his efforts 
and heart and soul into addressing the p
roblem of land-
mines and the affected people,” Focsane
anu says. “I can 
think of no one who has assisted more peo
ple and programs 
in the field of mine action.” 
Van der Merwe’s next endeavor brought
 him to New 
York City. There he became the second fou
nding member of 
the mine action team in the United Natio
ns Development 
Programme. Working with Leon Terblan
che, he strived to 
establish mine action in UNDP as a new s
ector of develop-
ment work.  “I missed working directly w
ith the field, and 
when the mine action technical advisor po
sition in UNOPS 
became vacant, I applied for the position,”
 he says.
Van der Merwe joined the United Nati
ons Office of 
Project Services mine action team in 1998
, which was ini-
tially only involved in a few mine action
 programs. The 
team soon “grew to a very professional, 
dedicated group 
of portfolio managers, working mainly 
with the United 
Nations Mine Action Service, UNDP an
d the U.N. office 
for the Iraq program,” van der Merwe sa
ys. He continues 
in this role today. 
Van der Merwe’s job entails a number of
 responsibili-
ties, but he remains willing to aid other m
ine action prac-
titioners and managers. “My role as the 
technical advisor 
is to assist the mine action portfolio m
anagers with all 
technical issues related to organizationa
l structures, job 
descriptions, interpretation of resumes, 
specifications for 
specialized equipment, statements of wor
k for tenders and 
contracts for services,” he explains. “I also
 provide ongoing 
technical advice to the U.N. program man
agers and project 
staff in the field.” 
By working closely with colleagues in U
NMAS and 
UNDP, van der Merwe states, “I have b
een fortunate to 
be involved in most of the major advance
s that have been 
made in mine action since 1996. Thes
e have included 
both rounds of preparing the Internatio
nal Mine Action 
Standards, assisting with the design and
 initial UNOPS 
implementation of the Adopt-A-Mine
field® initiative, 
participating in the development of 
the U.N. Mine 
Action Strategy and the Framework for 
Rapid Response, 
and helping many other working groups







































V isiting Laos and Cambodia can be a bit frightening for anyone—especially a 14-year-old girl. “Why are we going there?” I whined on the plane to Phnom Penh, Cambodia. I had just been reading an article about Asia’s most dangerous countries, and it featured Cambodia. Why would my parents take me there?Initial trepidations are often misleading: Our trip to southeast Asia was a tremendous experience, and it has focused my life’s interest since. It was there that I discovered the dreadful reality of landmines. Yet, among so many ruined lives I also found beautiful places and people with hope. The most important discovery was HALO Trust,1 a non-governmental organization de-voted to solving the global landmine problem. When HALO Trust opened a New York City office, I wanted to do more than simply learn about the issue. I became determined to be part of the hope. In 2004, my father and I visited Afghanistan with HALO so we could use our first-person knowledge to raise funds for the cause. Visiting Afghanistan, we were awestruck not only by HALO’s work, but by the country itself. It’s a gorgeous land, full of ancient nobility, with magnificent, snow-capped peaks rising above the plains of Kabul. The Afghan people are incredible, too—we often found ourselves invited to meals or tea and even to a wedding party. They always humbly attributed this behavior to their culture.HALO Trust has been demining in Afghanistan since 1988, and it’s work is not nearly done. HALO employs over 2,000 Afghan citizens as deminers and only two expatriates. These deminers are helping to return the land to their people and re-build their country after many years of destruction. The hope in the deminers’ faces and the patience of their hands are an inspiration to anyone who witnesses them performing their duties. My family’s support is the perfect complement to my enthusiasm. In Afghanistan, we were able to identify a village area, Panj Kala, that is a high priority for clearance. We returned home determined to help, and we have since been raising money for HALO Trust to demine this village. Demining in Panj Kala is now underway.Shortly after I returned from Afghanistan, I found myself giving a speech to 100 interested New Yorkers at Christie’s, the prestigious auction house, about the work of the HALO Trust deminers I met in Afghanistan. It was delightful to see the audience become so intrigued by the new information they learned that evening. Our efforts were successful; we raised $40,000 (U.S.) during that event and have continued to raise money for the cause.I am not a deminer, a nonprofit worker or a governmental official. I am sim-ply an interested student who has been inspired by the hope, cooperation, de-termination and patience of deminers in Afghanistan. I plan to continue my work to eliminate landmines and help all those who are plagued by them to have the freedom to pursue their lives and dreams.
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